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MULTI-IMAGING SYSTEM WITH
INTERLEAVED IMAGES

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

This invention relates generally to imaging systems that
can capture multiple images of the same object simulta-
neously, for example images of different spectral or polariza-
tion components of the object.

2. Description of the Related Art

There are many applications for which it may be useful to
capture multiple images of the same object simultaneously.
These images may be filtered in different ways, thus provid-
ing different information about the object. For example, in
multispectral and hyperspectral systems, different wave-
length filters may be used to acquire spectral information, and
this information may then be used for spectral analysis or
identification of substances or the measurement of molecules
or other items labeled with fluorophores.

Acquiring these multiple images can be difficult since most
commercially available sensor arrays are designed to capture
one image at a time. Traditionally, multiple images were
acquired simply by time multiplexing (e.g., capturing images
one after another in time) or by using two or more imaging
systems or detector arrays in parallel.

For example, spectral imaging applications may use a
single image camera in connection with a filter wheel. The
filter wheel contains wavelength filters that correspond to the
wavelength bands of interest. At any one time, only one of the
wavelength filters is positioned in the imaging path and the
camera captures the filtered image. The filter wheel rotates in
order to switch from one wavelength filter to the next, with the
camera capturing images one after another. Thus, the multi-
spectral imaging is implemented in a time multiplexed man-
ner. However, the resulting systems can be large and compli-
cated.

An alternate approach is based on dispersive elements such
as prisms or gratings. In this approach, dispersive elements
are used to spatially separate different wavelengths. The light
is typically dispersed along one dimension of the detector
array. The other dimension is used to capture one spatial
dimension of the object. However, it is difficult to also capture
the second spatial dimension of the object. Sometimes, time
multiplexing is introduced to capture the second spatial
dimension, for example by scanning.

Yet another approach is to use multiple cameras or imaging
systems in parallel. Each camera is fitted with a different
spectral filter and the bank of cameras capture filtered images
simultaneously. However, this increases the overall cost and
complexity since the amount of hardware required is signifi-
cantly increased. In addition, bulky camera systems may
introduce parallax problems.

For some applications, it may be possible to attach filters
individually to each sensor element. For example, a conven-
tional RGB imaging device may be based on a detector array
where red, green and blue filters are attached to each indi-
vidual detector. The Bayer pattern is one common pattern for
arranging these micro-filters on the detector array. However,
one disadvantage of this approach is the increased cost and
complexity of manufacturing. Because there is a one-to-one
correspondence between micro-filters and detectors, and
because the micro-filters are attached to the detectors, the
micro-filters are the same size as the detectors, which is small.
The many different small micro-filters must then be arranged
into an array and aligned with the underlying detectors. This
may be difficult, especially if a large number of different
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types of micro-filters are required. Another disadvantage is
the lack of flexibility. Once the micro-filter array is attached to
the detector array, it is difficult to change the micro-filter
array.

Thus, there is a need for better multi-imaging systems,
including multispectral and polarization imaging systems.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention overcomes the limitations of the
prior art by providing a multi-imaging device that includes a
multiplexed optical system and a filter fixture. The multi-
plexed optical system forms multiple optical images of an
object. These multiple optical images are interleaved at the
sensor plane. The filter fixture is configured to allow a user to
change filter assemblies. The filter assemblies can include
different filter regions, which apply different filtering to the
optical images.

In one embodiment, the multiplexed optical system may
include an objective lens and an array of image-forming ele-
ments. The objective lens forms an image at an image plane.
The array is located at the image plane and images the filter
assembly onto the sensor plane. That is, the filter assembly
and filter fixture are located at a conjugate plane to the sensor
plane, which also is an aperture plane for the optical system
(e.g., at the aperture stop or telecentric stop of the optical
system). In this way, multiple interleaved optical images are
produced at the sensor plane.

Different types of filter assemblies can be used. In one
example, the filter assembly is a spatially multiplexed filter
assembly with a (rectangular) array of filter regions. In some
variations, the user can adjust a size of at least one filter region
in the filter assembly, or the relative size between two filter
regions. In another approach, the user can physically replace
at least one filter region in the filter assembly with a different
filter region. Filter regions can be designed to have different
responses, including wavelength, polarization, luminance,
and neutral density.

Examples of applications include microscopes, scientific
and analytic instruments, environmental sensing and medical
imaging optics.

Other aspects of the invention include methods corre-
sponding to the devices and systems described above.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention has other advantages and features which will
be more readily apparent from the following detailed descrip-
tion of the invention and the appended claims, when taken in
conjunction with the accompanying drawings, in which:

FIGS. 1A and 1B are diagrams illustrating an example of a
multi-imaging device according to the invention.

FIG. 2 is a diagram of a set of filter assemblies.

FIG. 3 is a diagram of a filter assembly where filter regions
can be changed.

FIG. 4 is adiagram of a filter assembly where the size of the
filter region can be adjusted.

FIG. 5 is a diagram of an example multiplexed optical
system according to the invention.

FIG. 6 is a diagram of another multiplexed optical system
according to the invention.

The figures depict embodiments of the present invention
for purposes of illustration only. One skilled in the art will
readily recognize from the following discussion that alterna-
tive embodiments of the structures and methods illustrated



US 9,250,131 B2

3

herein may be employed without departing from the prin-
ciples of the invention described herein.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 1A illustrates an example of a multi-imaging device
according to the invention. Referring to the top portion of
FIG. 1A, the device includes a multiplexed optical system
110 that forms multiple optical images 170A-D of an object
150. The multiple optical images 170A-D are formed at a
sensor plane SP and the images are interleaved, as will be
described in more detail below. A sensor assembly 180
located at the sensor plane detects the optical images 170A-D.
A filter fixture 120 is positioned at a conjugate plane SP' of the
sensor plane SP. The filter fixture holds a filter assembly 125.
In this example, the filter assembly is spatially multiplexed
and includes a rectangular array of different filter regions
125A-D, as shown in the bottom portion of FIG. 1A.

The bottom portion of FIG. 1A provides more detail. In this
diagram, the object 150 is divided into a 3x3 array of regions,
which are labeled 1-9. The filter assembly 125 is a 2x2 rect-
angular array of four filter regions, labeled A-D. For example,
each filter region 125A-D might have a different spectral
response. The sensor array 180 is shown as a 6x6 rectangular
array.

FIG. 1B illustrates conceptually how the different optical
images 170A-D are produced and interleaved at sensor array
180. The object 150, if captured and filtered by filter region
125A, would produce an optical image 155A. To distinguish
optical image 155A from an unfiltered image of the object,
the 3x3 regions are labeled with the suffix A: 1A-9A. Simi-
larly, the image 150 filtered by filter regions 125B,C,D, would
produce corresponding optical images 155B,C,D with 3x3
regions labeled 1B-9B, 1C-9C and 1D-9D. Each of these four
optical images 155A-D is filtered by a different filter region
125A-D within filter assembly 125 but they are all produced
simultaneously by the multiplexed optical system 110.

The four optical images 155A-D are formed in an inter-
leaved fashion at the sensor plane, as shown in FIG. 1B. Using
image 155A as an example, the 3x3 regions 1A-9A from
optical image 155A are not contiguous in a 3x3 block within
optical image 170. Rather, regions 1A, 1B, 1C and 1D, from
the four different optical images, are arranged in a 2x2 fash-
ion in the upper left of optical image 170. Regions 2-9 are
similarly arranged. Thus, the regions 1A-9A that make up
optical image 170A are spread out across the composite opti-
cal image 170, separated by portions of the other optical
images 170B-D. Put in another way, if the sensor is a rectan-
gular array of individual sensor elements, the overall array
can be divided into rectangular subarrays 171(1)-(9) of sensor
elements (only one subarray 171(1) is shown in FIG. 1B). For
each region 1-9, all of the corresponding regions from each
filtered image are imaged onto the subarray. For example,
regions 1A, 1B, 1C and 1D are all imaged onto subarray
171(1).

It should be noted that the arrays shown in FIG. 1 have been
simplified to illustrate underlying concepts. For example, the
object 150 was artificially divided into an array in order to
more easily explain the overall imaging function. The inven-
tion is not limited to arrayed objects. As another example,
most practical systems will use significantly larger arrays,
particularly at the sensor assembly and possibly also at the
filter assembly. In addition, there need not be a 1:1 relation-
ship between the 6x6 regions at the sensor plane and the
underlying sensor elements in the sensor array. Each region
could correspond to multiple sensor elements, for example.
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As a final example, the regions labeled 1 in the object, 1A in
the filtered image 155A and 1A in the composite image 170
do not have to be exact images of each other. In some designs,
region 1A within image 170 may capture the filtered energy
approximately from region 1 in the object 150, but it may not
actually be an image of region 1. Thus, the energy collected
by sensor elements in region 1A of image 170 may be inte-
grating and sampling the image in region 1 in object 150,
rather than representing a geometrical reproduction of the
image of that region. In addition, effects such as parallax and
vignetting may affect any image formation.

The approach shown in FIG. 1 has several advantages.
First, multiple optical images 170A-D are captured simulta-
neously at the sensor plane. Second, the captured images are
filtered by filter assembly 125, and the various filter regions
125A-D within filter assembly 125 may implement difterent
filtering functions. Furthermore, the filter fixture 120 holding
the filter assembly is designed so that the filter assembly 125
can be easily changed by the user. In this way, the user can
easily change the filtering functions. In addition, since the
filter assembly 125 is located at a conjugate plane SP' rather
than the actual sensor plane SP, and since this typically means
that the filter assembly will be much larger compared to what
would be required at the sensor plane, the tolerances and other
mechanical requirements are relaxed. This makes it easier to
manipulate the filter assembly, compared to if the filter
assembly were located at the sensor plane (e.g., if attached to
the sensor assembly).

FIGS. 2-4 illustrate various designs for filter assemblies. In
FIG. 2, the user has a set of six filter assemblies, each of which
can be inserted into the filter fixture. In this example, each of
the filter assemblies is based on a rectangular array of filter
regions, where each filter region may be the same or different.
The different letters A,B,C, etc. represent different filter
regions. The filter assemblies may be custom-made or off-
the-shelf items. The filters may be fabricated using various
technologies, including thin-film interference, glass or plastic
absorption, or sub-wavelength photonic structures for
example. The individual filter regions may also be custom-
mode or off-the-shelf. This approach may be useful for vari-
ous applications, including the following:

1) Detection of materials by spectroscopy: Each filter
assembly might correspond to the spectral profile (for
example, absorption, emission or Raman) of a different mate-
rial or group of materials, and the set of filter regions within
one filter assembly would be designed to identify the specific
material or group of materials.

2) Detection of materials by spectroscopy: Each filter
assembly might correspond to the spectral profile of a differ-
ent material embedded in some background spectral signa-
ture. The set of filter regions within one filter assembly would
depend on the spectroscopic signature of that material and
that of the background.

3) Classification of materials by spectroscopy: Each filter
assembly might correspond to the spectral profiles of two or
more different materials, and the set of filter regions within
one filter assembly would depend on the spectroscopic sig-
natures of the set of materials. Example applications include
classification of oxygenated and deoxygenated blood, the
spatial distribution of constituents of a pharmaceutical pill, or
identification of optically labeled molecules or stained mate-
rials.

4) Identification of molecules labeled by fluorophores or
chromopores: Labeling of specific molecules, such as pro-
teins or DNA/RNA sequences is a widely used method to
make it possible to optically detect such molecules with
specificity and sensitivity. For example, this method is
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broadly used in biology research, including microscopy,
pathology such as immunohistochemistry (IHC) and fluores-
cence in situ hybridization (FISH) in-vitro diagnostics and
genetic sequencing. Any of the methods (1)-(3) above may be
used in combination with labeling methods.

5) RGB imaging+material detection: Each filter assembly
might correspond to detection of a different flourophore
while simultaneously enabling RGB imaging. The set of filter
regions within one filter assembly would depend on RGB
filters for photographic imaging and the fluorescence signal
(s) of the material(s) to be imaged. Example applications
include an endoscope, microscopy, histology where a fluoro-
phore is used to label a particular constituent of interest in
addition to a stain, such as hematoxylin and eosin (H & E)
used to show anatomic tissue structure, or during surgery.

6) RGB imaging+high dynamic range imaging: Fach filter
assembly might correspond to RGB imaging at different illu-
mination conditions. The set of filter regions within one filter
assembly would depend on RGB filters for photographic
imaging and neutral density filters depending on the illumi-
nation conditions.

7) RGB imaging+surface condition detection: Each filter
assembly might correspond to detection of a different mate-
rial surface condition while simultaneously enabling RGB
imaging. The set of filter regions within one filter assembly
would depend on RGB filters for photographic imaging and
polarization filters depending on the surface conditions.

8) Switching from RGB imaging to fluorescence imaging.
Since the filters are removable, this implementation enables
cameras to be switched from RGB (or any set of filters) to, for
example, monochrome imaging. A specific application would
be microscopy imaging where the researcher desires to take
some images in color, but other images with specific spectral
selection, as is commonly done in biological research. Tun-
able spectral filters designed for this type of application are
available from Cambridge Research & Instrumentation, Inc.
(CRi) of Woburn, Mass.

9) Material detection+high dynamic range imaging: Fach
filter assembly might correspond to a different material at
different illumination conditions. The set of filter regions
within one filter assembly would depend on the spectroscopic
signature of the material and neutral density filters depending
on the illumination conditions. Applications may include
agriculture monitoring where plants are inspected in the field
at different times of the day.

10) Extended dynamic range: Each filter assembly might
have one or more filter sections without any filter installed,
but other filter section(s) with neutral density or other attenu-
ation filters installed. This method can be used to make a
camera with extended dynamic range, and would be useful
for taking images of objects with contrast larger than that of
individual pixels in the sensor array.

In FIG. 3, different filter regions are assembled into a filter
assembly, but the filter assembly is designed so that the user
can replace some or all of the filter regions. On the left, the
filter assembly includes regions A,B,C,D. In the middle, filter
region B has been removed. On the right, it has been replaced
by filter region E. This can be done manually by the user, or
can be designed to be done automatically.

This approach may be useful in the following situations, as
example. In RGB imaging+material detection, the filter
regions for the RGB filters stay and the filter regions for the
material detection changes to detect different materials. In
this case, the RGB filters form a base set for the filter assem-
bly. In RGB imaging or material detection+high dynamic
range imaging, the filter regions for neutral density filters can
be changed to address different illumination conditions. In
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Detection of material by spectroscopy, there might be a base
set of filters, and different combinations of those base filters
are used for different materials or fluorophores. In Applica-
tion with reference signature, there are some filters depending
on a reference signature of a material. Additional filters are
swapped in and out to measure information with respect to the
reference signature (e.g. in case of different spectral signa-
tures with common background or component).

In FIG. 4, the user can change the size of different filter
regions. In this example, filter regions A and B and the bound-
ary between them can be slid left and right, as shown. In the
left figure, A and B have equal areas. In the right figure, the
boundary is changed so that A has less area than B. This
changes the area ratio between the two filter regions. Equal
areas may be desired for certain applications. Other applica-
tions may benefit from unequal areas, for example to achieve
equal signal-to-noise ratios or to account for different sensi-
tivities.

One example is imaging of an infrared fluorophore in a
visible background. The fluorescent intensity is typically
much weaker than the visible intensity. Using filters with
different spectral weights (i.e. larger area for the fluorescence
wavelength and smaller areas for the RGB portion) can
improve image quality. A specific application is intra-opera-
tive imaging using a fluorescent dye or contrast agent, as it is
usually desirable to see the visual image to provide a location
reference along with a fluorescent image to provide specific
biophysical information (e.g. presence or absence of cancer).

FIGS. 2-4 are just examples. Other variations and combi-
nations of the above examples will be apparent. In addition,
each of the above examples uses one filter assembly at a time.
The filter fixture can be designed to hold more than one filter
assembly. Different combinations of wavelength, polariza-
tion, neutral density, luminance and neutral density filters can
be used.

FIG. 5 is a diagram of an example multiplexed optical
system 510 according to the invention. The system 510
includes an objective lens 512 and an array 514 of imaging-
forming elements 515. The objective lens 512 is shown as a
single element in FIG. 5, but it should be understood that it
could contain multiple elements. The objective lens 512
forms an optical image 555 of the object 150 at an image
plane IP. The array 514 is located at the image plane IP and
forms the interleaved multiple optical images 570 at the sen-
sor plane SP. Examples of arrays 514 include microlens
arrays and arrays of pinholes. The sensor array 180 is also
shown in FIG. 5.

In this example, the filter fixture 120 and filter assembly
125 are located at the conjugate plane SP', which in this
example is also the plane where the aperture stop 513 (or
telecentric stop) is located. In FIG. 5, the filter assembly 125
is located somewhere between the front surface of objective
lens 512 (i.e., the surface closest to the object) and the image
plane IP.

Since the filter assembly 125 and sensor assembly 180 are
located in conjugate planes, each imaging element 515 in
array 514 forms an image of the filter assembly 125 at the
sensor plane SP. Since there are multiple imaging elements,
multiple images of the filter assembly 125 are formed. Refer-
ring to FIG. 1B, subarray 582 in FIG. 5 corresponds to sub-
array 171 in FIG. 1B, and regions 570A,B,C.D in FIG. 5
correspond to regions 1A, 1B, 1C, 1D of multi-image 170 in
FIG. 1B. Each region 570A,B,C,D in FIG. 5 corresponds to a
specific region ofthe object and a specific region 125A,B,C.D
in the filter assembly.

FIG. 6 shows a telecentric example. In this example, a
telecentric objective lens 612 forms an optical image 655 at
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image plane IP. The filter fixture 120 and filter assembly 125
are located at the telecentric stop, at plane SP'. An array 614
of imaging elements is located at the image plane IP. These
imaging elements image the filter assembly 125 onto the
sensor assembly 180, located at sensor plane SP. Thus, the
telecentric stop and filter assembly 125 are located at conju-
gate plane SP'.

This type of implementation may be used in telecentric
applications, including microscopes as an example. In a
microscope application, the filter fixture preferably is located
at the telecentric stop within the “infinity section” of the
microscope. Other applications, whether telecentric or not,
include medical imaging systems for example.

Although the detailed description contains many specifics,
these should not be construed as limiting the scope of the
invention but merely as illustrating different examples and
aspects of the invention. It should be appreciated that the
scope of the invention includes other embodiments not dis-
cussed in detail above.

For example, many types of filter arrays can be imple-
mented and filtering can also be implemented at other points
in the system. For example, the invention does not prevent the
use of traditional micro-filters with the sensor array. Various
types of optics can also be used, including reflective and
catadioptric systems. Finally, terms such as “light” and “opti-
cal” are not meant to be limited to the visible or purely optical
regions of the electromagnetic spectrum, but are meant to also
include regions such as the ultraviolet and infrared (but not be
limited to these).

Various other modifications, changes and variations which
will be apparent to those skilled in the art may be made in the
arrangement, operation and details of the method and appa-
ratus of the present invention disclosed herein without depart-
ing from the spirit and scope of the invention as defined in the
appended claims. Therefore, the scope of the invention
should be determined by the appended claims and their legal
equivalents.

What is claimed is:

1. A multi-imaging device for capturing multiple images of
an object, the device comprising:

a multiplexed optical system that simultaneously forms
multiple optical images of an object, the multiple optical
images formed at a sensor plane, wherein the multiple
optical images are interleaved at the sensor plane; and

a filter fixture located at a conjugate plane to the sensor
plane, the filter fixture allowing a user of the multi-
imaging device to insert different filter assemblies into
the filter fixture; wherein for filter assemblies that are
spatially multiplexed with different filter regions of a
size and location appropriate for the multiplexed optical
system, the filter fixture positions the inserted filter
assembly so that different optical images are filtered by
different filter regions of the filter assembly before
reaching the sensor plane.

2. The multi-imaging device of claim 1 wherein the mul-
tiplexed optical system includes an objective lens that forms
a single image of the object at a first image plane, and the filter
fixture is positioned between a front surface of the objective
lens and the first image plane.

3. The multi-imaging device of claim 2 wherein the mul-
tiplexed optical system is telecentric and the filter fixture is
positioned at a telecentric stop of the multiplexed optical
system.
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4. The multi-imaging device of claim 2 wherein the filter
fixture is positioned at an aperture stop of the multiplexed
optical system.
5. The multi-imaging device of claim 1 wherein the filter
fixture is configured to hold two or more filter assemblies at a
same time.
6. The multi-imaging device of claim 1 further comprising:
a sensor assembly positioned at the sensor plane, the sensor
assembly including an array of sensor eclements,
wherein:
the array of sensor elements can be grouped into subar-
rays of sensor elements;
each of the multiple optical images can be subdivided
into regions; and
aregion for one of the optical images is imaged onto the
same subarray of sensor elements as the same region
for any of the other optical images.
7. The multi-imaging device of claim 6 wherein the filter
assembly is a spatially multiplexed filter assembly with a
rectangular array of filter regions.
8. The multi-imaging device of claim 6 wherein the filter
fixture further allows the user of the multi-imaging device to
adjust a size of at least one filter region in the filter assembly
while the filter assembly is inserted in the filter fixture.
9. The multi-imaging device of claim 6 wherein the filter
fixture further allows the user of the multi-imaging device to
adjust a relative size of at least one filter region in the filter
assembly relative to another filter region in the filter assembly
while the filter assembly is inserted in the filter fixture.
10. The multi-imaging device of claim 6 wherein the filter
fixture further allows the user of the multi-imaging device to
physically replace at least one filter region in the filter assem-
bly with a different filter region.
11. The multi-imaging device of claim 6 wherein the filter
assembly includes filter regions with different spectral
responses.
12. The multi-imaging device of claim 6 wherein the filter
assembly includes filter regions with different polarization
responses.
13. The multi-imaging device of claim 6 wherein the filter
assembly includes filter regions with different luminance fil-
ters.
14. The multi-imaging device of claim 6 wherein the filter
assembly includes filter regions with different neutral density
filters.
15. The multi-imaging device of claim 1 wherein the mul-
tiplexed optical system is a microscope optical system.
16. The multi-imaging device of claim 1 wherein the mul-
tiplexed optical system is a medical imaging optical system.
17. The multi-imaging device of claim 1 wherein the mul-
tiplexed optical system comprises:
an objective lens that forms a single image of the object at
a first image plane;

an array of imaging forming elements located at the first
image plane, the array of imaging forming elements
forming the interleaved multiple optical images at the
sensor plane.

18. The multi-imaging device of claim 17 wherein the array
of imaging forming elements includes an array of pinholes.

19. The multi-imaging device of claim 17 wherein the array
of imaging forming elements includes an array of micro-
lenses.



